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AGENCY STATUS FOR THE PRISON SERVICE 



A DISCUSSION DOCUMENT 



Agency Update No 1 indicated that one of the main tasks of the Agency Unit would be to consult staff, trade 
unions and other interested parties about the implications of agency status for the Prison Service. 

This discussion paper is the first part of a two stage consultation process. It seeks to identify some of the key 
issues and options which have to be resolved in the process of becoming an agency, and invites written 
comments by 25 September 1992. Once these comments have been received and considered, and the Chief 
Executive-designate has been appointed, we hope to publish a draft of the Framework Document for further 
comments by interested parties later in the year. 

This discussion paper is a working document which has been prepared by the Agency Unit, Prison Service 
Headquarters. Any ideas or options which it canvasses should not be regarded as representing the decisions of 
Home Office Ministers. 
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INTRODUCTION 



1. In March 1992 the then Home Secretary 
announced his intention that the Prison 
Service in England and Wales should become 
an executive agency from 1 April 1993 under 
the ‘Next Steps’ initiative. The Home 
Secretary promised that Prison Service staff, 
trade unions and other interested parties 
would be consulted about the implications of 
agency status for the Prison Service. The new 
Home Secretary, Kenneth Clarke, has 
confirmed his predecessor’s decision. 

What is ‘Next Steps’ all about? 

2. The ‘Next Steps’ initiative is designed to 
improve management in Government. 

Amongst other things, this involves 
establishing executive agencies to carry out 
the executive functions of Government. By 

1 July 1992, 75 executive agencies had been 
established with some 290,000 staff - well 
over half of the Civil Service. Another 27 
candidates had been announced, including the 
Prison Service and the Scottish Prison Service. 

3. An executive agency is responsible for a 
discrete area of work. It is headed by a single, 
named Individual - the Chief Executive - 
who is personally responsible to the Secretary 
of State for its day-to-day management. An 
executive agency is focused on and structured 
round the job to be done. The Secretary of 
State allocates resources to the Chief 
Executive and sets targets for the results to 
be achieved. The Secretary of State also 
delegates the managerial independence to 
decide how best to run the organisation and 
get the work done, with appropriate rewards 
for success and penalties for failure. 

The Prison Service as an agency 

4. The Prison Service will be one of the largest 
executive agencies, with some 38,000 staff 
and a budget in the region of £1.4 billion. Its 
Chief Executive will be responsible for 
advising Ministers on policy matters as well 
as running the Service on a day-to-day basis. 
The Prison Service will remain part of the 
Home Office - although with still greater 
autonomy - and its staff will remain civil 
servants. However agency status will provide 
a framework which allows greater delegation 
of responsibility and accountability to the 
Prison Service at all levels, as a means of 



delivering the best possible service to 
prisoners and the public. 

What does agency status involve? 

5. The Prison Service, like other agencies, will 
have to prepare a number of key documents 
which must be approved by Ministers: 

■ a Framework Document which sets 
out, among other things: 

- the Service’s aims, objectives and key 
performance indicators; 

- the respective roles of Ministers, the 
Chief Executive and the Home Office; 
and 

- the financial and personnel 
arrangements within which the Prison 
Service will operate 

■ a corporate plan which charts the 
Service’s strategy over a period of three to 
five years. The corporate plan will build 
on the Framework Document by setting 
out how the Prison Service intends to 
achieve its aims and objectives over this 
timescale, its output and performance 
measures and indicators, and the 
operating assumptions on which the 
corporate plan is based (eg the size of the 
prison population and the accommodation 
which is likely to be available) 

■ a business plan which identifies 
specific key targets agreed with 
Ministers for the coming year - in effect, 
the benchmarks by which the Service's 
performance can be measured. The key 
targets are also published in the form of 
a Parliamentary Question. An Annual 
Report will be published each year 
reporting on the Service’s performance 
against its targets. 

6. Various other administrative arrangements 
will need to be made in consequence of the 
move to agency status. For example, the 
Prison Service provides certain support 
services to the rest of the Department, and 
vice versa. There is a strong case for the agency 
taking on responsibility for its own support 
services wherever possible, particularly as the 
Prison Service will be relocating to Derby in 
1995. However, the implications and timing 
of ‘untying’ centrally provided services, and 
delegating responsibility to the agency, will 
need careful planning. 



KEY ISSUES FOR THE 
PRISON SERVICE 



Aims and objectives 

7. All Framework Documents must identify the 
agency’s basic aims and objectives, and 
usually also its key performance indicators. 
These in turn must be reflected in the 
corporate and business plans, and therefore 
underpin the agency’s planning process. They 
also provide the means by which Ministers, 
Parliament and the public can judge its 
performance. 

8. While an agency’s aims are intended to set 
out its purpose and core values in fairly broad 
terms, the objectives must be specific, 
meaningful and measurable. It should also be 
noted that the Framework Document is 
intended to identify only the agency’s main 
objectives, and is not therefore by any means 
comprehensive. Rather, it provides a 
foundation for the agency’s detailed strategies 
and targets which are set out in its corporate 
and business plans. 

9. As the Prison Service moves towards agency 
status, the Prisons Board wishes to involve 
staff and others in re-appraising its 
fundamental values. Drawing on the Prison 
Service’s existing policy statements, the 
Agency Unit has prepared the following 
draft statement of aims and objectives as a 
basis for discussion: 

Aims 

The aims of the Prison Service, set out in its 
Statement of Purpose, are to 

■ serve the public by keeping in custody 
those committed by the courts 

■ look after prisoners with humanity and 
help them lead law-abiding and useful 
lives in custody and after release. 

In pursuing these aims the Prison Service 
will 

■ deal with prisoners fairly and humanely, 
caring for them and respecting them as 
individuals 

■ be open with prisoners and the pubiic by 
consulting, providing information and 
explaining its actions 
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■ contribute to the efficient operation and 
development of the criminal justice 
system as a whole 

■ provide the best possible value for 
money. 

In working to achieve these ends the Prison 

Service will help its staff to develop and use 

their skills and abilities to the full. 

Objectives 

The Prison Service’s main objectives are to: 

■ keep prisoners in custody and produce 
them for the courts as required 

■ maintain order, control and discipline 

■ provide decent conditions for prisoners 
and meet their needs 

■ provide positive regimes which allow 
prisoners as full and responsible a life as 
possible 

■ help prisoners prepare for their return to 
the community 

■ deliver its services using the resources 
provided by Parliament with maximum 
efficiency 



Key performance indicators 

10. Each of the main objectives must be 

supported by key performance indicators, 
which provide a yardstick by which che 
Service’s progress and performance can be 
measured. Some of the objectives lend 
themselves more easily to this than others. 
For example, an obvious performance 
indicator relating to the objective of keeping 
prisoners in custody is the number of escapes 
and absconds. It is more difficult to devise a 
small number of key performance indicators 
to guage the Service's performance in, say, 
meeting prisoners’ needs and helping them 
prepare for their return to the community. 
The following suggestions are offered very 
much as a basis for discussion, and to 
provoke further thinking and comments 
from others: it is clear that a good deal of 
work needs to be done to identify and refine 
a set of realistic performance indicators 
(which in any event can only be finalised 
after the main objectives have themselves 
been settled). 



- custody: number and seriousness of 
escapes and absconds 

- order, control and discipline: 
number, seriousness and resolution of 
‘incidents’ (however defined) 

- decent conditions and meeting 
needs: overcrowding; integral 
sanitation 

- positive regimes: proportion of 
sentenced prisoners in 
work/education; average amount of 
time spent in work, education or 
other activities 

- preparation for release: home leave 
and temporary release; proportion of 
prisoners in employment, training or 
voluntary work on release 

- efficiency: average cost per prisoner 
night; utilisation of estate; staff 
sickness and absenteeism. 

11. It is clearly important to judge the Prison 
Service’s performance in terms of meeting 
the reasonable expectations of those who 
receive its services. With this in mind, one 
possibility would be to develop prisoner or 
independent surveys as a performance 
indicator. In due course, compliance with 
standards in the proposed Code of 
Standards, which is due to be published by 
the end of 1993, will also be a valuable 
indicator. 

Accountability 

12. In broad terms, the Home Secretary will 
remain accountable to Parliament for the 
Prison Service, while delegating 
responsibility to the Chief Executive for its 
day-to-day management. The Chief 
Executive, who will be appointed by open 
competition, will also be che Home 
Secretary’s principal policy adviser on the 
Prison Service. As with other Home Office 
agencies, the Home Secretary intends to 
appoint a non-executive Board to advise 
him on the agency’s key targets and its 
progress and performance. The Home 
Secretary will need to determine the 
membership of the Board and appoint the 
members before the agency is launched next 
April. 

13. The Chief Executive will be personally and 
directly accountable to the Home Secretary. 



He or she will be the Head of the Service 
and its principal public spokesman. It is 
envisaged chat the Chief Executive will also 
reply to correspondence from Members of 
Parliament on matters which fall within his 
or her delegated responsibilities. The Prison 
Service will remain subject to scrutiny by 
the Parliamentary Commissioner for 
Administration, Parliamentary Select 
Committees, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector 
of Prisons (HMCIP) and Boards of Visitors. 

14. The Chief Executive will become an 

Additional Accounting Officer and will be 
responsible for the Prisons Vote. He or she 
may be required by che Public Accounts 
Committee to give evidence before it. 

Within the Service, the Chief Executive will 
be expected to delegate to the maximum 
possible extent the responsibility for 
spending decisions. Comments are invited 
on how the present delegations within the 
Service should be extended. 

Contracting out 

15. Agencies, like Government Departments, 
are required to explore the scope for 
providing better value for money by 
contracting out some of the services chey 
provide. In the Prison Service, a decision has 
already been raken to contract out the 
management of two establishments - Wolds 
and Blakenhurst - and to seek tenders from 
both the private sector and the Prison 
Service for che management of Manchester 
(Strangeways). Work is also in hand in the 
expectation that the private sector will take 
over responsibility from the police and 
Prison Service for the court escort service in 
the East Midlands and Humberside in April 
1993- The Prison Service will also be 
looking at the feasibility of contracting out 
specific services. 

16. Ministers have indicated that tenders will 
be invited from the private sector for the 
management of all new prisons opening 
after Blakenhurst and that they are also 
considering further options for extending 
the market testing programme. Ministers 
are also considering whether the Prison 
Service or a separate unit located in the 
Home Office centre should be responsible 
for implementing the contracting out 
programme and monitoring the performance 
of contracted out establishments. 
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Personnel management 

17. The Prison Service will be an executive 
agency of the Hpme Office. Its staff will 
therefore remain civil servants employed by 
the Home Office on Civil Service terms, 
conditions and pension arrangements. The 
Chief Executive will be responsible for the 
personnel management, pay and grading of 
Prison Service staff, although the agency like 
the Home Office would have to consult both 
trade unions and the Treasury on matters 
affecting pay and conditions of service. It is 
anticipated that the Chief Executive will in 
due course assume direct responsibility for 
pay negotiations with Prison Service staff, 
and like other agencies the Prison Sendee 
will be expected to undertake an early review 
of its pay and grading arrangements. 

18. The Prison Service is already responsible for 
the personnel management of the vast 
majority of its staff. It is expected that with 
the exception of a few very senior staff in 
headquarters, ir will assume responsibility 
for the remainder from next April. During 
the period leading to the relocation of 
headquarters co Derby in the summer of 
1995 it is envisaged that postings of 



administration grades to and from 
headquarters posts will be handled by a 
special unit co-located with PMD in 
Grenadier House. 

19. The Chief Executive is likely co seek ways of 
further delegating authority to governors and 
managers to improve performance at all 
levels of the Service. Options on how to 
deliver specified standards of service by 
giving govenors much greater authority to 
determine how best to use their available 
recources will need to be cpnsidered. 
Comments are invited on the scope and 
practicality of delegation within the Service 
(although this will ultimately be for the 
Chief Executive to determine, once 
appointed). 

20. It is expected that the agency will wish to 
develop, in consultation with the trade 
unions, its own staff handbook, setting out 
its personnel management policies and 
procedures, to replace the Home Office Staff 
Handbook. 

21. The move to agency status requires the 
Prison Service ro review its industrial 
relations (Whitley) machinery in 
consultation with rhe trade unions. The 
present Prison Department Whitley Council 



Her Majesty’s Prison Service serves the 
public by keeping in custody those 
committed by the courts. 

Our duty is to look after them with 
humanity and help them lead law-abiding 
and useful lives in custody and after 
release. 



represents POA grades only. A separate 
question is whether, and in what way, the 
Prison Service should continue to cake part in 
the Home Office Departmental Whitley 
Council. Prison Service management will be 
entering into discussions with the trade 
unions about these questions very shortly. 



TIMETABLE 



22. The Agency Unit would be grateful to 
receive written comments on any of the 
issues identified in this paper, or any other 
aspect of agency stacus for the Prison Service, 
by 25 September 1992. As already 
mentioned, once these comments have been 
considered we hope to publish a draft of the 
Framework Document for further comments 
by interested parties later in rhe year. 

23. Comments should be addressed to: 

Jeremy Johnston 
Agency Unit 
HM Prison Service 
Room 122, Horseferry House 
Dean Ryle Street 
LONDON SW1P2AW 
(Tel: 071-217 8342) 
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